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Prologue
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Tap, tap, tap. The finger drums on the antique wooden desk. Tap, tap, tap. The man standing opposite flinches and swallows convulsively. His face glistens with nervous sweat.

“We’ll find him, my lord,” the man says, trying not to let his voice shake. “It won’t take long. He’s just a kid and he doesn’t have anyone protecting him any more.”

Tap, tap, tap. Danior says nothing. His lips tighten into a thin line. This is not what he’d expected. Why can’t these fools capture a sixteen-year-old boy? Their incompetence is unbelievable. If only I didn’t need them to carry out my plans. Danior glares at the man, silently, his eyes glowing with contempt in his dark face. He imagines doing unspeakably horrible things to punish Simon for his failure.

Unable to hold Danior’s angry stare, Simon’s eyes fall to the pendant Danior is wearing around his neck. The huge jade-coloured stone hangs from a heavy gold chain. Simon wonders how Danior acquired it. The mythical Cintamani stone. If indeed that’s what it is. But Simon has seen Danior use the stone’s magic to crush anyone who gets in his way. It makes Simon sick just thinking about what happened to those men. It was enough that when Danior asked for Simon’s support, Simon hardly hesitated before agreeing to provide it. You didn’t say no to that kind of power and expect to walk away in one piece. And the generous payments Danior was making to Simon and his men helped to soothe away any guilt they might feel over their actions.

Just thinking about torturing Simon makes Danior feel marginally better. Unfortunately, I need Simon and his men if I’m going to prevent the boy from getting in my way. Not that I believe in legends, but it’s just not worth taking the chance. Eventually he flicks his fingers, dismissing the Gypsy standing before him. They both have things to do, and there’s no time to waste. Christmas Day is approaching.

Simon scurries away. Having failed his master for the third time, he hadn’t expected to be let off so lightly. He feels Danior’s eyes burning into his back as he slips out of the study and closes the door, firmly, behind him. Only then can he breathe a sigh of relief. His companion is waiting just outside the door.

“What did he say, Simon?” asks the man in a hushed tone.

“He’s not happy,” Simon replies. “We have to find the boy – quickly.” The men leave the mansion as hastily as they can.
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Chapter One
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I can’t keep this up much longer. My lungs are on fire. I’ve been running for ever. Fear has spurred me on, but now I’ve had it. My legs have turned to jelly. I stagger, trip and hit the ground, hard. Damn, that hurts. My eyes squeeze shut against the pain, and bursts of light dance across my inner eyelids. Gasping for breath, I wait for the flashing to fade. I taste dirt. I try to spit, but my mouth is too dry. Time passes. A second? A minute? I don’t know how long I lie with my face in the mud before my brain starts to scream at me to get up. Keep moving. They’re out there, behind you, somewhere, closing in.

A whimper escapes as I try to push myself up. My head spins. I wait for the dizziness to pass, then shove myself to my feet. Aargh. My ankle. Dordi, that’s all I need. My jeans are ripped, and blood is trickling down my shin. Goosebumps break out all over my body. But I can’t think about that now, or the throbbing in my wrist, or my grazed left cheek. I must keep moving. I promised Dad I wouldn’t stop before dawn. I can rest then.

I limp through the trees. Each step feels like a hot poker is stabbing through my ankle. As I move, ducking under low branches, the intermittent ache becomes a constant pain. I try to ignore it. I’ve got to keep moving. I’ve got to keep putting distance between me and them. Nothing else matters. I wonder what’s happening with Dad, Grams and the rest of the clan.

We’d been travelling to see the Gypsy council to ask for protection against Uncle Simon, who attacked our camp and tried to kidnap me. But we never got there. We were ambushed on the road. It happened so fast. One minute we were driving along, in a convoy of trucks and caravans, then there was an explosion up ahead. It blocked our way and forced us all to stop. Figures appeared through the hedgerows on both sides of the road and ran at us, smashing windows and pulling people out of their vans and trucks. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

“Luke, LUKE!” my dad yelled, grabbing my shoulders and turning me to face him. “Run. Run, boy, and don’t stop until dawn. Don’t come back looking for us. We’ll find you, I promise. Now GO.” And he’d pushed me out of the truck. The screams all around me made me pause, my instinct telling me to stay and help.

“Go!” my dad yelled as he tackled two men who were trying to grab me. I’m ashamed to say I ran. Through the hedge and across the field, I ran away as fast as I could, not even glancing back over my shoulder. Like a coward. And I haven’t stopped since. My friends’ screams still ring in my ears. But the voice in my head is my dad, urging me onwards. Go.

Have they been hurt? Or captured? What’s happening to them? A sob inadvertently escapes my lips. My ankle really hurts, and I’m scared.

It doesn’t take a genius to guess that it was Uncle Simon who organised the attack. He’s been determined to kidnap me to settle an old family feud for the best part of a year. Maybe once they realised I wasn’t with the clan, they left the others alone? I can only hope. But how did they know where we were? We’ve been on the road for the last three months. Zigzagging this way and that to stay under the radar, and only travelling at night. But they were clearly lying in wait for us. And we were so close to getting to the council. We would have arrived before morning.

Talking about morning, the sky’s beginning to lighten. It’s December, so it must be after eight o’clock. I’ve been on the run for six hours. I need to rest. I look around. There’s a farm up ahead. I shuffle towards it, then sneak into a hay barn and wriggle down between the bales. It’s surprisingly warm here and, despite the straw poking through my clothes and pricking my skin, I soon fall into a deep sleep.

***
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I wonder if Luke thinks about me when I think about him. I smile slightly at my absurd thought. Of course not – he’s got much more important things to think about. I sigh as I finish dressing and trudge down to breakfast.

“Morning, Clara,” my mum says. “Cheer up. It’s only a few more days ’til the Christmas holidays.”

“Mm,” I reply, helping myself to breakfast. A little later, bundled up in my hat and scarf, I drag my younger brother, Peter, out of the house and towards school. He responds with a grumpy “Gerroff,” before going back to his Nintendo.

“If you’re not careful, you’ll get that thing confiscated,” I say to him.

“No,” he replies. “I put it in my locker when we get to school. It’s fine.”

“Or it’ll get nicked,” I respond, and that’s the end of any conversation between us until tea time.

When I get home, I’m disheartened to find there’s no postcard from Luke. I haven’t seen him since August, when the Gypsies left to go to the Gypsy council, but once a month Luke usually sends me a postcard. They’re always blank, of course, as he has to be careful in case I’m being watched, but I know who they’re from. I haven’t had one this month, though. It’s overdue. It’s probably just because they’re on the move, I tell myself, but I can’t help worrying.

That night, after everyone in the house has gone to sleep, I open my window to the freezing winter night and transform into an owl. It’s my favourite animal to shape-shift into. I often go out at night, flying around the neighbourhood and up into the sky. I love the feeling of freedom and weightlessness, and the sensation of the wind on my feathers. The fresh air and exertion help me to sleep, especially when I’m anxious, like I am now. I take off through the window and fly up over the wooded hill behind my house. The scrubland on the other side stands empty and barren. As always, my gut clenches in disappointment, even though I know the Gypsies won’t be there. I swing back around the hill and fly over my housing estate. The only movements below are the local cats out on their night-time prowls, stalking in the shadows of the orange street lights. My school looms into view, a dark and ominous-looking squat structure. As I fly over it towards the town centre, Luke pops into my head again. I wonder what’s going on with him right now. Up until the camp was attacked, Luke and I had spent most of the summer together. But then he left abruptly with no idea as to when he might come back.

And I’d just discovered a secret Luke had been keeping from me – then, before I had much of a chance to get used to the idea he could transform into a dog, his Gypsy clan left and took off for the council. His secret explained his odd behaviour, which I had put down to the fact that his uncle kept trying to kidnap him. We didn’t get a chance to talk about it, though, or discuss how I felt about it, before he left. I’m a shape-shifter who can transform into any animal, and I’d thought the odds of meeting another person who could shape-shift were astronomical – even impossible. But the wise woman of Luke’s clan, Grams, thought it was Luke’s friendship with me that had brought out his powers. Go figure!

Oh Luke, where are you? I call longingly into the night. To anyone on the ground it would sound like a screech, but I don’t care. I’m not expecting a response. My heart aches with loneliness as I bank around and fly towards home.

While I’m diving towards my open bedroom window, I’m distracted by an unfamiliar shape hunched at the edge of the woods. Stalling my dive – quite expertly, if I do say so myself – I swing around towards the object. It’s a shadow under the trees – and it wasn’t there earlier. On closer inspection, the shadow resolves into a lump. I focus my keen owl eyes on the lump and realise it’s a person – and they’re sleeping. And it’s not just any person. It’s Luke!
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


I’m stunned. I hover in mid-air, my wings flapping like crazy. I desperately want to go to him, but it doesn’t make sense to do so in my owl form. Instead, I fly back to my bedroom, transform to my human form and dress quickly. I slip down the stairs and out of the back door. I trot down the path and climb over the gate, which is quieter than opening it would be, and run to Luke.

It’s really him. He has the same scruffy brown hair that falls over his eyes and brushes his collar. The same stocky build. He’s wearing a ripped pair of jeans, a T-shirt and a denim jacket that’s far too thin for the time of year. There’s a bruise on his cheek. He’s filled out since I last saw him. A side-effect of working for his dad, no doubt. I bend down and put my hand on his shoulder. He’s shivering, but also, apparently, asleep. I shake him gently.

“Luke,” I whisper. “Luke, wake up.”

He tenses. For a moment he looks as if he is about to flee, then he recognises me and his shoulders slump.

“Clara,” he croaks, and then, shockingly, he begins to cry. I pull him into my arms and let him soak my shoulder with tears. My chest is tight with concern and I have so many questions, but he won’t be able to talk until he’s stopped crying, so I simply hold him and murmur soothing things.

“It’s okay. You’re safe. I’m here,” I murmur over and over.

It isn’t long before he gets hold of himself, and wipes his face on his filthy sleeve.

“Sorry,” he says as he pulls away from me. “It’s just so good to see you.”

“Yeah, people often cry when they see me coming,” I say. He smiles.

“What’s going on?” I ask. “Where are your family?”

Luke swallows. “We were attacked,” he says. “Dad told me to run so I did. I don’t know what happened to everyone else.”

“Omigod!” I’m shocked and don’t know what else to say. Luke shivers violently. “We’ve got to get you inside. You’re freezing. And probably starving too. When did you last eat?”

But Luke shakes his head. “I can’t risk it,” he says. “Your parents can’t know I’m here.”

I’m about to argue that I don’t care what my parents say, I’m not about to leave Luke out in the woods to freeze to death. But I hesitate. If my parents find out about him they’d immediately call the police. I love my mum and dad, but they’re sticklers for ‘doing the right thing’, and I’m not sure they would look the other way, especially where Luke is concerned. When they met him in the summer they didn’t exactly hit it off.

“Hmm,” I say. “Let’s go to Bob’s, then. He’ll at least keep you warm, and I can fetch some food and blankets round.”

Luke nods wearily, and tries to get up. He has to lean heavily on a nearby log and he winces. He’s favouring his right ankle, so I move around to that side to support him. He puts his arm, gratefully, around my shoulder.

“It’s not serious,” he explains. “Just a sprain. I just haven’t had a chance to rest it.”

I almost cry at his bravery. How long has he been travelling with a sprained ankle? We slowly make our way through the woods to Bob’s territory. As we near it, Bob appears in front of us. He must’ve heard us coming. It wouldn’t have been difficult; we’re breathing heavily and staggering through the brush like drunk elephants. When Bob sees Luke, he yips and wags his tail, but he seems to sense Luke is injured, so he doesn’t jump up at him like he usually does. Instead, he comes over and leans against Luke’s good leg. Luke puts his hand down to pet the mongrel.

“Hi, Bob,” Luke says affectionately. “Good to see you, mate. Do you mind if I come and stay with you for a while?”

Bob yips again. He doesn’t understand what Luke has just said, but it doesn’t really matter; he’s just pleased to see his friend again. When Luke is settled in Bob’s den, Bob snuggled up beside him, I run back to my house and grab some painkillers, some food and drink and an old blanket that won’t be missed, and take them back to Luke. He’s already asleep when I arrive, so I gently cover him with the blanket and leave the bag of food for him – with stern instructions to Bob to keep his nose out. Part of my shape-shifting gift is the ability to speak to animals, so he understands what I’m telling him. In response, Bob puts his head down between his front paws and harrumphs. I give him a quick pat then make for home.
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I wake the next morning and rub my tired eyes. I tossed and turned for most of the night, worrying about Des and Grams and the rest of Luke’s clan. My alarm has been beeping for a while so by the time I roll out of bed, I’m running late. I desperately want to skip school altogether and go straight to Luke, but that’s not wise. If I don’t go to school they’ll call my parents, which would raise a whole host of unhelpful questions. So I grit my teeth and try to concentrate on my lessons, all the while aching for the school day to be over so I can get to Luke.

When the bell finally rings, I fly out of school, running home in the sleety rain without even pausing to put my hat on. I race up to my room to change out of my uniform and am out of the door with a backpack full of food and bottles of water before anyone has the chance to ask how my day has gone.

I find Luke where I left him, huddled under the overhanging rock that Bob calls home, the blanket pulled tightly around him. Bob is nowhere to be seen. I sit down next to Luke and hand him the backpack.

“How are you feeling?” I ask.

Luke shrugs. A warmth spreads through my chest. Gawd, I’ve missed his shrugs.

“Better,” he says. “My ankle is just throbbing now rather than killing me, and I slept some last night. Thanks for bringing the painkillers and the food.”

“No problem.” A raindrop drips from the end of my wet fringe and lands on my nose. Luke reaches up and wipes it away before I can react.

“You really should think about wearing a hat,” he says, smiling at me. I can tell my face has flushed and I’m pretty sure I’m doing a fine impression of a ripe tomato, so I cough and turn away. I’ve known Luke for over a year, we’re best friends, why do I get flustered when he touches me? Get a grip, girl.

“So,” I stammer, “do you feel up to telling me what happened?”

Luke presses his lips together, then sighs and tells me how his clan has been constantly on the move for the last few months to avoid Simon, making their way in a circuitous route to a prearranged meeting with the Gypsy council, but, just before they arrived, they were attacked.

“Dad told me to run,” Luke says. “I don’t know what happened to them after that.” This time Luke flushes, and I know it’s because he’s feeling guilty about leaving everyone behind. I put my hand on his arm.

“You did the right thing, Luke. You know Simon is after you. As long as you stay with the group they’re going to be in danger.”

Luke nods miserably. “I hope it’s okay that I came here. We were only about thirty miles from here when we were attacked, and I didn’t have anywhere else to go. We’ve been out of touch with the other clans, so I don’t know where they are. Or who I could trust.”

“Of course you should come here.” I reply.

“What I want to know,” he says suddenly, “is how they knew we would be there at that precise moment.”

I frown. “A seer, maybe?” Luke told me ages ago there are some Gypsies who can see the future. I’m not sure I believe that, but it’s worth considering all the options. “Or perhaps someone has been following you?”

“Maybe,” replies Luke. “But we were careful. We had scouts out morning
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